
 
   Client Enrichment Series
 

                  Welcome to today’s presentation on: 

      

                         

   The presentation will start at 9:00 AM PDT 

      
      Note: Phones are automatically muted during the presentation.  You have the ability 

to send questions to the host and presenters through the “questions” feature on 
your control panel located on the right of your screen.  We will answer as many of 
the questions as possible at the end of the presentation.  All questions will be 

captured, and answers sent to all participants within 2 weeks. 
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Client Enrichment =  

“A well-informed 

consumer is our best 

customer”   



Poor Acoustics is the Number 1 

complaint in the open office 

Pre- and post- results from seven federal offices that were redesigned to 
better align with each agency’s business goals and missions.  
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How we got here…  

This was probably quieter than you 

think:  

High background noise /no phones/ 

everyone doing the same routine/ 

interaction elsewhere 

Understanding the evolution of the office 

illuminates present  challenges 
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(there was also probably 40 decibels of 

background noise  and work was much more 

deskbound  / very absorptive panels and 

surfaces) 

Action Office,  Herman Miller, circa 1969 

Look at the size of them cubicles! 
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Same Space! Circa 1980 Circa 2007   

+ loud background 

noise to cover speech 

 

-the haves and have 

nots:  no spatial 

equity 

 

-little interaction / lots 

of “hiding" 

 

-horrible lighting, 

HVAC  and acoustics 

due to high partitions 

+ more light and view for 

every one 

 

+ seated privacy but 

standing awareness of 

others 

 

+ higher quality ceiling 

absorbs more noise 

 

+ more interaction which is  

in organization’s interest 

 

- glass and all of the 

reflective surfaces means 

more noise 

  



GSA | PUBLIC BUILDINGS SERVICE 

Economics, mobility and digital files dictate the need for less 

personal space /  more collaborative space … 

 

25% of the walls should be NRC .80 

Ceilings should be NRC .90 

Panels should be 

NRC.70 to prevent 

noise ricochet 

As the new workplace becomes denser and more varied, 

acoustic  design wisdom is key 
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NIC  Noise Isolation Class 

measures sound from room 

to room in the BUILT 

condition: MUST specify the 

desired NIC in 

specifications. 

Caulking at top and bottom 

is necessary to contain 

sound.  (Think of it like 

water!) Correct sound 

absorption of surfaces can 

also help. 

Sliding doors are cool: But 

all too often they lack 

gaskets/ are noisy and are 

a source of poor acoustics. 

Huddle Rooms: Part of the new, more collaborative workplace 



Sometimes the counter-intuitive is true 
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 Even with all the partitions, the “privacy”      Even with all the openness, the   

        is fictitious.                                           speech privacy is real             
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The “Velveeta”                 “Spam”    

The (tragic) organizational results 
of a flat earth view of acoustics … 

The agency made the decision that  managers who didn’t “rate” 

 an office should have a workstation with higher partitions.  

The “Big Cheese”  



The Earth is Round view of Acoustics   
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Spatial equity tends to reinforce 

organizational effectiveness   

1. Voice is modulated because there is greater awareness of proximity 

             2.   A highly absorptive ceiling reduces distraction still further  

3. Collaborative work 

can continue at full 

voice without 

disturbing,  

especially when private 

offices become 

conference rooms 

that have correct 

acoustic  

separation   

51-54” seated privacy 



This restaurant may have 

more speech privacy 
than this library  

Acoustical privacy - simple but not intuitive 
  
 If out of 100 words spoken, you can understand more than 20,  you cannot help 

but become involved in the conversation: 

            < 20 out of 100 is normal speech privacy 

            < 5 out of 100 is confidential speech privacy 

Participant poll: 

 

Which has better speech privacy? 

VOTE! 



The conundrum:  
 

• Collaboration and concentration 

 

• Interaction and solitude 

 

• Being available and having privacy 

 

• Getting group work done and getting 

individual tasks done 

The “wicked problems”  we need to 
address to have a 21st Century workplace: 



GSA sponsored an 
acoustics workshop with 

acoustics experts, 
manufacturers, workplace 

strategist, psychologists 
and clients to produce 

understandable acoustic 
guidance. 

     Sound Matters:  

      simple – and intuitive acoustical guide 



Sound Matters shows how to go from 
acoustical distraction… 



…to acoustical comfort 



Understanding Acoustical Principles 

Audience Vote:  

 

 

Who’s most satisfied? 

 

People who have high partitions? 

 

 People who have low partitions? 

 

People who have no partitions? 

 



Understanding acoustical principles 

24,000 respondents to CBE survey of typical office space workers  



A DROP OF (MAYBE) 5 DECIBELS:  

“A DROP IN THE BUCKET “  

Sound Matters dispels acoustical myths 
 
 

 “ IF ONLY MY WORKSTATION WHERE BIGGER, I COULD 
CONCENTRATE  BETTER” 

NRC .7 at seated height panel 



How to Control Sound (Before it controls you)! 



So What Can I Do? 

$$$ 

$ 

$ 

From Sound Matters 

www.gsasoundmatters.com  

Doesn’t  work 



GSA’s Work Pattern Methodology helps 

zone the workplace for acoustic comfort: 
 

 

Desk Bound  

 
(interactive or concentrative) 

 

Internally Mobile 

 

Externally Mobile 

23 

(I / C) (I / C) 
(I / C) 

Each Pattern is further distinguished as either Interactive or Concentrative 
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Zoning map of Paris 

Zoning the Office:  
(To limit incompatible adjacencies) 

Zoning map of  an office with all 6 work patterns 
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HOW GSA CAN HELP?  
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LEED Gold:  Omaha NPS  

LEED Gold: Omaha DHS  

Setting targets:  if you don’t ask for what you 

need, you won’t get what you want 



I could have had a V-8! 
Or  (again) “A well-informed consumer is our best customer…”  

 

 

6. A variety of inexpensive and moderately priced 

fast food and eat in restaurants should be located 

within three blocks.  

 

7. Services, utilities and maintenance will be 

provided daily, from 7:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m., except 

on Saturday, Sunday and federal holidays.  

 

8. The space shall be accessible 24 hours a day, 

seven days a week, and include use of elevators, 

restrooms, lights, and normal office equipment.  

 

9. Cleaning shall be performed during 

A. General Building Requirements  If you don’t tell 

us how 

important  

acoustics is 

there is no way 

we can transmit 

its importance to 

the offeror ! 
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   $5.42 sq ft for a acoustically useless .55 NRC ceiling  

    $6.97 sq ft for an acoustically superb NRC.90 ceiling  

 
  

          $1.80 sq ft. * Sound Masking System 

                 $312.00 sq ft -Average Employee Costs   

                                                       (annual)**  

Poor Acoustics = unbelievably poor business decision 
  

* 2012 prices; one time cost  

 
** Per Michael Pessina, Product Development, Lutron Electronics (2010)  

Range of Costs 



Sound Matters Provides Detailed 

Guidelines and Cost Comparisons 
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We can advise 

on scopes for 

improving 

existing 

spaces 
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For more information 

SOUND MATTERS 

“Acoustic  Posse”: 

 

http://gsasoundmatters.com 

 

http://www.ted.com/talks/julian_treasure_why_architects_need_to_
use_their_ears.html 

 

•   The  

http://www.ted.com/talks/julian_treasure_why_architects_need_to_use_their_ears.html
http://www.ted.com/talks/julian_treasure_why_architects_need_to_use_their_ears.html


Wait! Wait!   There’s more! 

         http://simplynoise.com/  
( thanks to David Lee) 

 

 

 

Kevin  Kelly, Registered Architect 

kevin.kelly @gsa.gov 
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Questions? 

http://simplynoise.com/
mailto:kevin.powell@gsa.gov

